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Whether	 objects	 of	 disdain	 or	 desire,	insects	 have	 long	been	 the	 subjects	 of	human	 artistic	 expression.	 Insects	 ap-
peared	in	prehistoric	petroglyphs	and	pictographs,	
Renaissance	 religious	 art,	 and	 contemporary	
















These	 characters	 are	 often	 so	 complex	 that	


















for	 use	 in	 taxonomic	 descriptions	 and	 keys,	 il-
lustration	 offers	many	 benefits.	 The	 process	 of	
observing	an	insect	while	illustrating	it	allows	the	
entomologist	 to	 study	 the	 position	 and	 internal	




the	 science	 underlying	 the	 art	 of	 insect	 illustra-
tion.	 This	 close	 observation,	where	 every	 line,	








falls	 on	 the	 specimen	 and	 the	 contrast	 between	
light	 and	 shadow	 are	 completely	 controllable	
in	 illustration.	Lifelike	postures	can	be	depicted	
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In	 vector	 applications,	mathematical	 expres-
sions	 or	 vectors	 define	 “objects,”	 such	 as	 lines,	
curves,	 and	 shapes.	Vector	 applications	produce	













Bitmapped	 images	 cannot	 be	 “vectorized.”	
Although	 bitmapped	 images	 can	 be	 placed	 and	
scaled	within	vector	illustration	files,	they	cannot	
be	edited.	The	file	sizes	of	the	two	applications	are	
also	different;	 vector	files	 tend	 to	be	 small	 (tens	
of	kilobytes),	while	bitmap	files	tend	to	be	 large	
(tens	of	megabytes).	Both	applications	can	be	used	
to	 produce	 digital	 illustrations	 of	 insects	 “from	




























interface	 or	 from	 a	 scanner’s	 built-in	 scanning	
software.	













Fig. 1. Simple black-and-white weighted line illustration drawn with Adobe Illustra-
tor. (a) Pencil sketch of caddisfly male genitalia, which forms the base template of 
the illustration. (b) The finished illustration, created with a custom-designed setal 
brush.
(a) (b)





































Digital Painting using Adobe Photoshop
This	 process	 can	 also	 begin	with	 a	 scanned,	
carefully	rendered	pencil	sketch,	but	because	the	
objective	is	to	produce	a	detailed	color	illustration,	











































drawn with Adobe 
Illustrator.
Fig. 3. Complex 
grayscale gradient 
mesh illustration 
of a parasitic wasp 
(Sulcarius biannula-
tus, Ichneumonidae) 
rendered with Adobe 
Illustrator. Inset: The 
gradient mesh.
Fig. 4. Complex color gradient mesh illustration of a 
weevil (Eupholus loriae, Curculionidae) rendered with 
Adobe Illustrator.





In	 addition	 to	 the	 versatility	 offered	 by	 layers,	
Photoshop	 comes	with	 a	 large	 library	 of	 preset	
























Resolution	 is	 independent	 in	vector	applications	









opportunity	 for	 those	with	 a	 passion	 for	 insect	
diversity	to	express	the	complexity	and	beauty	of	
insects	in	a	medium	that	can	be	shared	instantly	
via	 the	 Internet	 or,	more	 traditionally,	 in	 print.	
Students	and	others	with	little	artistic	experience	
or	skill	can	use	the	techniques	to	produce	work	of	
professional	 quality.	New	digital	 tools,	 features,	
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Fig. 5.  Adobe Photoshop 
digital “painting” of a weevil 
(Autonopis sp., Dryoph-
thoridae): steps in the 
process. (a) Paths rendered 
in Illustrator and copied 
into Photoshop. (b) Paths 
targeted as selections and 
filled with solid color. (c) 
Highlights and shadows 
added to the base fills. 
(d) Details added with the 
brush tool. (e) Additional 
fine detail added with the 
brush tool to complete the 
illustration.
(a) (b)
(c) (d)
(e)
